T HE study of the ancient Greek and Latin classics is far too often praised somewha,t apologetically merely in terms of the edu· cation of the individual student. Because a Classical education used to be considered 1 . in the nineteenth century and before, as the only education for a gentleman-rather like the grand tour of Europeit is still defended or attacked in much the same terms> with only slight changes in terminology. But that, in our different twentieth century, is not enough. Besides, many fine gentlemen never travelled across Europe, and many a fine citizen and community leader today knows no Latin and less Greek.
It is not enough to show that the study of the Greek and Roman civilizations provides a good education for the individuaL If we expect modem governments to expend the money, time, and talents required to make Classical studies readily available for those who want to pursue them in the public systems of education, it is necessary to show that Classical studies have definite social value and are necessary to the community as a whole. For without governmental sup--port1 Classical studies will die out or become (perhaps I should say remain) an esoteric possession of the privileged few.
That this would be a tragedy I have no doubt, for I am convinced that a widely diffused knowledge of the classical authors is essential to the community, that if the classics are neglected our society will suffer from that neglect. And, li such a belief may seem to some to be expected from a professor of Classics in any case, I can only reply that the more closely I have observed, and participated in, public affairs over the years, the more fum that conviction has become. It has been strengthened in the market-place, not. in the classroom.
What is a Classical education? Clearly it is far more than the study of Latin and Greek. That study itse1f is not lacking in educational values, even if, essentially, they are only the to~ls with which to do the job. It is too often forgotten that from -the fall of the preGreek civilization of Crete, around 1400 B.c., to the-fall of Constantinople which brought the Byzantine empire to an end in the fifteenth century A.D. lie three thousand years of European history during the major part of which any civiJization that existed in Europe was Greek 8t or Roman, and during all of which Latin and Greek were the only major languages, the only languages through which European culture currently expressed itself. In space, the Greco-Roman civilization (for it was one) extended far beyond Europe; in time, the use of both Latin and Greek contillued long after the fifteenth century. Greek and Latin hold the key to the study of that Western civilization of which we in North America are a part-to the study of its thought, its literature, its art, and its religions.
We can appreciate the vast area covered by the classical languages if v/e reflect that Chaucer lived less than six centuries ago. Homer had lived for eight hundred years before Virgil loved and imitated him; the last "classical" Greek poet, Musaeus> came six centuries later. Six hundred years of uninterrupted philosophic study lie between Plato and Plotinus, the founder of nee-Platonism, which became the last bulwark against the onset of Christianity. And Christian thought itself used Latin and Greek exclusively for fifteen centuries.
Our debt to Greece and Rome in their more strictly "classical') periods is often recognized, but less attention is g~nerally paid to this obvious fact-no doubt because it is so obvious-that for twentyfive centuries Greek and Latin were the universal languages of Western culture.
Can modern man,· by neglecting these languages entlrely, cut himself off from his own history? Can he understand himself by himself? Many seem to think so, and they generally point to the great scientific achievements of the modem Western world to prove that we live in an entirely different age. Yet that great scientific advance does not seem to have brought any clear answer to the question raised by the Greek: What is the good life? Most of our great scientific discoveries are less than a century old. You might as well argue, then, that history for the average man should start in 1800 or 1850, or even 1900.
We know today (Plato knew it too) that· the adult is largely conditioned by the child he has been, indeed the chjld he still is. vV e know that a country or nation is inevitably condjtioned by its past, often its distant past; its behaviour patterns arise from it. Neither modern man nor modern civilization can be fully understood w1thout some knowledge of their more immediate past. Neither five years nor five centuries constitute that past 1 or are sufficient equipment with which any community can grasp the present or face the future. The past and the present are but part of one continuing process. Past centuries are, in that sense 1 a part of the present as the child is part of the man, and a very important part Th.is is no les..~ true for North Americans than it is, more obviously, for Europeans.
That does not mean that every school child should be compelled to Jearn Latin or Greek. True, advanced studies in many subjects are impossible without a knowledge of one or both of those languages, and a good case can be made for the study of Latin or Greek as a basis for the study of languages generally; including our own. But I am not concerned here with Latin or Greek as compulsory subjects.
In any case, beyond the elementary technique..'i of reading, writing, and arithmetic, Plato may have been right when he said that nothing worth while is learned under compulsion. My concern is much more fundamental. Because Latin and Greek are essential to a study of our own -past, it is essential they should be available throughout our educational system to all those whose talents and inclinations lead them in that direction. It is vital that such studies be encouraged rather than discouraged. But in many, perhaps most, parts of Canada, this is not the case. Even in our rich province of Ontario, and in its large centres of population, the study of Latin, and even more of Greek, is actively discouraged hy school principals and school authorities, and only taught under such conditions (out of school hours, etc.) as would stifle even the most popular and the most obviously "uscfulH subjects. It says much for the vitality of Greek that it has not died out long ago in our schools and universities. Educational authorities who suppress or discourage Classical studies, and there are a great many of them, are making a grave mistake which we may well live to regret, if indeed we do live_ In a truly democratic society that study must not become the monopoly of any group, social, racial, or religious. It should act as a leaven through the whole community.
The general argument about the study of our history holds, of course, in a general way} for all human history; and on behaJf of all history (using the word in its widest sense) it should be listened to. But the achievements, the dreams, and the disillusionments recorded in Greek and Latin are peculiarly our own because they are a part of that particular civilization to which we belong.
Yet, as already mentioned, the study of Greek and Latin is only a part of the study of the classics. It gives the student and scholar a potential capacity to roam over the centuries of Western h1story at will, a capacity of which far too few make any consistent use. In the more restricted sense, Classical studies mean the study of the two greatest periods of cultural development in Greece and Rome. This covers roughly a thousand years, beginning with Homer and extending to Plotinus, from the ninth century n.c. to at least the third century A.D.J with. special emphasis for Greece on the fifth and fourth centuries B.C.J and for Rome on the four centuries around the birth of Christ. During those periods the peoples of the Mediterranean reached a stage of civilization quite unprecedented, and higher than any in the Western world until our own times. Their influence, direct and indirect, on later history was tremendous. It is from the Renaissance, the Rebirth of Classical studies, that our own civilization received its main impetus.
On the threshold of the Greek period stands Homer, the greatest epic poet of all, and one of the world's great story-tellers, but there is litt1e about Homer that is primitive. His is a highly sophisticated poetry, clearly the culmination of a long period of artistic development. All the Greeks were brought up on Homer; the outlook of the Homeric hero was part and parcel of their mental and emotional life. In a sense the Homeric hero is still, for better or for worse, embedded in the mental make-up of Western man generally, and he has his being in poetry that is both very great and ever fresh.
Then, from the seventh century B.c. on, came that sudden flowering of the Greek, and in particular the Athenian, genilis. The lyric poets of Ionia foreshadowed the value of the individual, as democracy was born and human freedoms were understood and developed in practice. The Greek language was consciously moulded into what perhaps still remains the most sensitive instrument for the expression of human thought, dreams, and passions. Literature and the arts reached standards undreamed of before, in the tragedies of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides, the comedies of Aristophanes, the marbles of Pheidias. Athenian clarity of thought was brought to bear on history by Thucydides, still recognized today as one of the world's great historians, while Socrates was teaching men to think for themselves and apply their thought to the problem of goodness. Mathematics, astronomy, medicine, biology, logic, and the natural sciences .were all e..c;tablished by men for whom poetry and music, together with athletics, made up the essence of their education.
That great creative upsurge of the fifth century was followed by the critical achievements of the fourth when the fundamental con·cepts of Western thought, foreshadowed by Socrates and his predecessors, were established in the philosophies of Plato and Aristotle, who were followed by the Stoics and Epicureans. Upon those philosophies all later philosophy has been built.
During the two centuries of classical Greece the human mind took a sudden leap forward in almost every field of endeavour, a leap
ss whichJ in its rapidity and the extent of its effects on human history, can be compared only to the equally sudden developments in the scientific field during the last hundred years. Our development in this respect is as remarkable and as portentous. What its results will be no one can yet foretd1, but in the study of man, of good and evil, our advance is much less certain and less confident. Even today, with Classical studies at a low ebb, teachers in various fields such as philosophy, sociology, art and literature, political science, start their studies from the Greek achievement, and many are those who find an ignorance of Greek a serious handicap in the pursuit of their own studies.
The Greek armies of Alexander the Great conquered the known world a.s far as the Indus towards the end of the fourth century B.c. They could not hold it together after his early death> but Greek culture spread aU over Asia and Greek became the common language of the Middle East. But the Greeks failed to transcend the city state as an effective political form. They were familiar enough with the theory of the federation of states, but failed to rise above their local patriotisms. It is no straining of historical parallels to suggest that the modern world may fail on an even larger scale in much the same way.
The Romans were to undertake, two centuries later, the practical organization of the world which the successors of Alexander failed to pacify, and th~ five centuries of Roman greatness begin very shortly after the Greek classical period. The two cultures are universally recognized as two branches of the same tree. Yet their achievement was very different, as were their characters. They might almost be taken as typical of the essential dichotomy of human nature, of those two types seldom united in one. The Roman was essentially the man of action, the organizer, the extrovert-as against the intellectuaJ, artistic, brilliant but less stable Greek. The difference of character is mirrored jn the.ir languages. It has been said that not oruy in the rolling periods of Cicero ·but in the hexameters of Virgil you can sense at times the tramp of the Roman legions, and in the more subtle Greek, the rapid interplay of light and shade.
The arts remained Greek to the end; but Rome gave us more oratory, the organization of the great empire, the imperial roads along which travelled not only the legions but language and culture as well, and the development of the law. Roman law is as much at the root of modern law as Plato and Aristotle are at the base of all Western philosophy. Classical scholars, being mostly intellectuals rather than men of action, for the most part prefer to study Greece. They point out, with truth, that a good deal even of Roman Jaw originated in Greece. Yet the Roman empir.e has left very much more of its characteristics embedded in our institutions, even if some of them were inherited from Greece.
We should frankly recognize that} where Greece was at her best, Rome did not compete; it was rather the practical arts that she developed. Th~re is no Roman drama comparable to either the Athenian tragedies or the comedies of Aristophanes. There is no Roman philosophy, only the adaptation of Greek originals. There are a few great poets who carefully studied the Greek originals; Virgil was a very great poet who wrote an epic but few would claim that he was to the epic born. There was not, even under Augustus, any such tremendous flowering of the arts as in fifth-century Athens. Nor is there, in Ron1an history and in spite of many civil wars, that sturdy vindication of human freedoms. The Roman was proud of Rome; the Athenian loved Athens. But the organizing genius of the Romans did solve the political problem. They solved it by the sword, but conquest was accompanied by a genius for colonization, by a shrewd appreciation of the value of the velvet glove over the iron fist which came very close at least to a genuine respect for other peoples) institutions and ways of living. And the Romans did give the Mediterranean world several centuries of comparative peace, and developed a Roman citizenship that was very nearly a world citizenship, based on military power and civil law. Indeed, for a time, they almost realized the Stoic dream of a world society and a world state. These Roman men of action seemed crude to the frustrated and contemptuous Greeks, but there is no doubt of their greatness in action.
These two branches of European civilization together form the subject-matter of Classical studies as taught in our universities. Together they cover over a thousand years of political development, of literary and artistic activity, of continuous philosophical thought) of history in all its aspects. One reproach sometimes applied to it a Classical education at least does not deserve: it can hardly be called narrow.
Perhaps enough has been said to show why it is important for the community as a whole that a Classical education, and the learning of Latin and Greek which must precede it, should be widely available in our systems of public education: the languages themselves offer the only way to retain any living contact with the greater part-nearly five-sixths-of our own Western history; they also make available an insight into, and recreate continually our understanding of, the classical ages of Greece and Rome. How much enjoyment and inspiration we can still draw from them only a more detailed study of their various aspects can make clear.
But of -course the social value of any study does not end there. Educated individuals, integrated, well-balanced, and well-informed citizens, above a11 citizens with a social conscience are a great asset, indeed the greatest asset, to any cmnmunity. And we are therefore justified jn answering now the further question of what qualities a Classical education tends to develop in the individual. Why was it once regarded as a necessary part of a liberal education; why is it still regarded by many in that light?
Before we answer this question we should be clear as to what are the aims of education in any form, and this might take us far afield. We may legitimately say, however, that education obviously should provide the following four things, which any educated person (whether formally educated or not) should possess: ( 1 ) the capacity to use his own language with some skill and clarity; ( 2) the capacity to think dearly, without being blinded by prejudice and emotion; ( 3) a feeling of citizenship, of being a member of his community, the possession of a social conscience, and a reasonable understanding of the society in which he lives; ( 4) the capacity to enjoy leisure and to use it creatively. I have not included the capacity to earn one's living, though that is a necessary aim of any system of schooling. That is training. Training is important, and many kinds of training have educational value. Essentially, however, vocational training js not education, which is a kind of general training for life. Nor have I included that instruction .in elementary techniques, such as reading, writing, and reckoning, and the technical knowledge required by any member of a modem community. They too an~ an essential part of schooling, but they are prerequisites to education in the sense in which we are discussing it. In any case, our list does not pretend to be exhaustive. How far does a Classical education help the attainment of our four aims?
Language is the only instrument we possess for the formulation and communication of thought. Everybody uses it every day. Its skilful use is a source of unending delight and in this respect we should aU · be artists in a measure. The Greek sophist Hippjas once defined the art of speaking (and writing) as the ability to express your meaning clearly and sjmply and then to stop, and h)s definition is hard to beat. The inabiEty of supposedly educated people to conform to it is a source of great distress to their listeners or readers. The common use or abuse of language in conversation, on the p1atform, in the press, is appalling. Even many-university text-books are written in an obscure, laboured and sloppy jargon; and our modern habit of using usix foot" words, as Horace called them, and unnecessary abstractions is almost universal. Yet clarity of thought requires clarity of language and is impossible without it. Now clarity, simplicity, and concreteness in expression are very characteristic of ancient Greek which, as a language) is probably unrivalled in its capacity to express shades of meaning .and to bring out the logical connection of thought between one clause and the next. Both Greek and Latin normally express this connection dearly when we imply it, often leaving it vague and obscure. Both, as inflected languages, express by different case-endings and verbal' forms the interrelation of parts of a sentence. Hence training in Greek and Latin composition is recognized by all those who have -been submitted to it and have enjoyed :it as fostering a mental discipline of its own, as a healthy corrective to our laboured, indirect, and unnecessarily abstract ways of expressing ourSelves. There is no better way to discover the precise meaning of a piece of contemporary prose (or its lack of meaning) than to attempt to render it in Latin or Greek.
It is generally admitted that the study of another language is a powerful help to the proper use of one's own. This might be claimed for any modern foreign language and not merely for the classics, tbough not to the same extent) for modern thought has much in common and you can often translate from one modern European language into another while retaining the same vagueness of thought.
That cannot be done when translating into Latin and Greek. Translation the other way round also has its uses) though the discipllne 1s not so intense. At any rate, the making of a correct transJation at all times requires a far greater concentration on the . exact use of words than the writing of an original essay. All this quite apart from any direct help that Greek and Latin may give to the understanding of the roots and etymologies of modern words . This, however, has often been exaggerated. It may be amusing (and as such a help to the teacher) to ]earn that the word democracy is derived from the Greek words ~~f.J.os, meaning people, and Kpaif'Lv, to rule, and that democracy thus means the rule of the people. But since you knew the meaning of democracy before you started, it is hardly worth ]earning Greek in order to discover it! Besides, etymo1o-gies are often as misleading as they are illuminating. What does help is to know the real meaning of o~f.J.os, who the Athenian people were, why and how they ruled. Then you do widen your understanding of democracy. It is not the Greek roots) it is the full flavour and ·associa-tion of the living Greek words that is significant. That is the legacy of the Greek and Latin languages. The fact, on the other hand, that so many terms in our political, social, artistic, philosophic, and religious lives do derive from Greek and Latin is highly significant of how much we owe them. It is what came with the words, however, rather than the etymology, that is important. We may well claim, then, that the study of Latin and Greek can contribute considerably to the careful and effective use of one's own language, and, incidentally, heighten considerably one's enjoyment of its use.
Our second educational aim was the capacity to think clearly and freely. This requires detachment from irrational emotional reaction, from the traditions, taboos, and prejudices of our own social and economic groups, our own community, even our own century. We may, after free examination, conclude that some of these traditions or beliefs are well founded, thus reaching free acceptance of them and intellectual acquiescence, which is very different from slavish conformity, and infinitely better. Others we may reject, as is our right. For if we )n truth believe that truth will make us free, then our educational process must allow for the free examination of the truth. Especially in our own uncertain day we, the elders, who have made the world what it is, have .little right to expect from the next generatlon any kind of unreasoning acceptance.
In attaining the necessary detachment, considerable help can be found in the study of a civilization which, while part of our common heritage, is yet far enough removed from us in time and sufficiently different in ·customs and traditions to provide a cha1Ienging contrast that can be studied without immediate emotional reaction on our part. Such study can make a powerful contribution to our own mental bal~ce. There is, in classical, and especially Greek, culture a directness of approach to the problems of life and a freedom from cant (also an absence of taboos) that is most refreshing. And yet their problems, though on a smaller scale, are so very often essentially like our own. Our own civilization five centuries ago found in the Rebirth of Greek and Roman studies the inspiration that led to a rebirth of human freedom and a renewed struggle for democracy that is still in process. Ever since the Renaissance the great classics have acted as a lever and a leaven in the struggle to free men from shackles mental as well as physical. They are still needed .today; we are not self-sufficient yet. They can still contribute both detachment and inspiration.
The third characteristic of an educated man wt defined as a sense of citizenship, a social conscience, and some understanding. of _the world we live in. To a considerable extent, all humanistic studies are a help here, and the classics not least. By showing the essential kinship of human thought in action over many centuries they inevirably develop a sense of kinship with mankind. Moreover, the Greek city state, and Athens particularly, attained a delicate and almost perfect balance between the individual and the state. To Plato and Aristotle no man could be good who was not a good citizen. Most revealing in this respect is the terrible contrast between that fusion of ethics with politics in the fifth and fourth centuries on the one hand and the despairing and withdrawn individualism of the later philosophers who lived at a time when that precarious balance benveen the individual and the community had been lost. Here indeed is a contrast worth pondering over, and he must be an insensitive student indeed who can study that contrast in all its implications without awakenillg a social conscience within himself. No study .in itself can guarantee a social conscience, but it is not surprising that, on the whole, Classical scholars as a tribe are restless in the ivory tower. Familiarity with the great writers and thinkers of Greece, deeply concerned as they were almost without exception with their own contemporary world, must inevitably lead any thinking student to an attempt to understand his own.
Finally, we spoke of the creative use of leisure, leisure being, as stated hy Aristotle, the free time that remains after we have been rested and refreshed by recreation. All humanistic studies, of course, are a help here. Classical studies too, opening up as they do a vista of twenty-five centuries, give almost unbounded opportunities for literary) historical, philosophical, or archaeological hobbies and pursuits, for interests that can be carried over into modern t..lmes. Furthermore, the reading of so many masterpieces (for though by no means aU classical remains are great or even good, there are a great many works absolutely great) provides one with a standard of judgment which, if it is not allowed to o.sslfy, should stand the student in good stead. And the Greeks themselves had a very keen appreciation of the value of leisure.
These are some of the qualities that a Classical education should tend to develop. Not, of course, that every graduate in Classics ]s a paragon of all these virtues. No amount of education, and no kind of education can make a wise man out of a fool or a saint out of a pirate. It can only make them less foolish or less piratical.
There is, however, one objection which will occur to many who have followed me thus far: "Granted that a study of Greece and Rome, and of th.e whole twenty-five centuries, is of definite value to the community. Cannot this, or a good deal of it, be got from translations? Must so much time be spent in this busy world actually learning Latin and Greek?'' Undoubtedly something can be got from translations. People who have not the time 01· the inclination to study Latin and Greek need not be debarred from any knowledge of them. My plea, be it repeated, is only that those who want to learn them shall have the opportunity of doing so. We should always remember, however, that every translation is an interpretation, and that the more able the translator the more he interprets. This is true not only of poetry (which is notoriously untranslatable) but of philosophy) and thought generally. It is not the Greek and Latin originals but their translations that are dead. Words are living things, their life is the sumtotal of their associations in the minds of both writer and reader (or hearer). In trying to find an equivalent word, the translation tries to empty the modern word of its own very different association, and thereby kills )t_ The translator~s worst difficulties do not arise from unusual or obscure words; it is the most common w-ords that are the hardest. The Greek word "psyche" does not mean "soul," "thcos" does not mean "god" (and even less "God"), etc. To such common words there are no adequate equivalents.
Yet translations are useful. They can provide a good h1storica1 knowledge of Greek and Latin institutions, an approximate knowledge of their thought> and even an appreciation of literary techniques. Courses based on translations can give a great deal, provided the teachers themselves are fulJy familiar with the originals, more closely familiar, indeed, than those who lecture on the originals need to be. No one without that familiarity should be ailowed to teach Classics, or Latin or Greek at any stage, however elementary. It should be unnecessary to add that no one should write popular books or text-books on classical civilization, or any aspect of it, without Classical training. Given those safeguards, a good deal can be learned from translations. For the Classical teacher wiU teach you something of the originals through the translations. Others will teach the translations. ~here is a world of difference between the two. If translations are to fulfil their proper function for the many 1 there must be a sufficient number of Classicists about to reinterpret constantly the originals for each generation, and a fairly widely distributed, if limited, knowledge of the languages themselves to make that process of reinterpretation a living part of the community's mental equipment and attitude.
From Greece and Rome -our Western world learned many things} not least among them the importance of a sense of beauty, a respect for .reason and the law, and the importance of the individual. With the ancient philosophers originated our concepts of the brotherhood of man and the dream of cosmopolis. In these and many other ways the ancients, and particularly the Greeks, made vital contributions to our sense of values. Many of their contributions were powerfully reinforced by the Christian tradition; some are at variance with it. The Romans also made possible the spread of Christianity itself.
Philosophy, aesthetics, art, politics, ethics, and religion are not sciences that absorb earlier discoveries which then retain only an antiquarian interest. They do not progress in the same sure way because what they are seeking is the meaning and purpose of life, to which there is no certain answer. The earlier answers in those fields still have a value of their own, and the experience of peoples as civilized as ourselves remains richly s1gnificant to us. That is why, in spite of all handicaps and obstacles, the study of the classics has survived into the dawn of the atomic age. That is why also one looks with fearful apprehension to a society where that source of creative inspiration remains available only to the very few.
